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Mainstream discourse on the revolving around food security is often portrayed 
by macro level indicators on nutrition, consumption  and food production.  
While these indicators may prove significant in addressing food security in the 
national and regional levels, it falls short in addressing it among the indigenous 
peoples’ (IP) communities in the Philippines.  Reflecting through the experiences 
in agricultural production, indigenous knowledge and socio-political institutions 
are relevant factors that must be seriously considered when food security 
among IPs are concerned.  It is argued that disregarding micro level interactions 
over macro development policies will not address the issue of food security 
among marginalized sectors. The paper presents policy recommendations in 
taking cultural systems seriously in addressing food security among indigenous 
peoples.  
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Introduction 
Orthodox indicators of food security in the Philippines are often portrayed as 
meso- to macro-level scales of nutritional adequacy along with agricultural 
production and domestic consumption. As such, policy recommendations on 
food security underscore that such issues are of national concern and therefore 
must involve a coordinate effort among government institutions, with close 
scrutiny on the conditions affecting supply and demand (Cabanilla, 1999:3-5).   
 
As a result, the issue of food security has been mainly portrayed in aggregated 
data, with minimal scrutiny on the day-to-day plights, experiences, resistances 
and triumphs of people and communities directly and adversely affected by it.  
It is argued that local-level researches must be encouraged in order to 
complement and validate data on the national level, in order to clearly 
determine those who are directly affected by food security and, conversely, food 
insecurity.  
 
Among those significantly affected by food insecurity are indigenous peoples 
(Rovillos, Orticio and Bangaan for EED-TFIP, 2003:13-14).  Indigenous peoples 
(IP) communities are generally situated in areas that are rich repositories of high 
biodiversity and both physically- and socially-distant from the centers of past 
and present government institutions.   Such conditions provided a degree of 
relative autonomy which nurtured the persistence of distinct knowledge 
systems and socio-political institutions.   Within a context of a rich local 
biodiversity, indigenous knowledge systems and socio-political institutions have 
been the guiding social structures that ensure the food security and survival of 
indigenous peoples.  However, such “non-economic factors” are traditionally 
kept outside of development discourse. This paper will present the relevance of 
culture in ensuring indigenous food security, particularly within agricultural 
systems.   
 
The food insecurity of indigenous peoples 
In a 2003 study conducted on seven (7) IP communities1 across the Philippines, 
the EED Philippine Partners’ Task Force on Indigenous Peoples’ Rights (EED-TFIP), 
a network of nongovernmental organizations in the Philippines advocating 
indigenous peoples rights, revealed an alarming state of food insecurity among 
indigenous peoples (EED-TFIP 2004:passim).  Partially utilizing the food security 
framework2 adopted by the 1996 World Food Summit, the EED-TFIP revealed 
results in terms of the following: 
o Most indigenous peoples’ communities are now engaged in a livelihood 
portfolio of crop farming for market exchange and livestock-and poultry-
raising mostly for domestic consumption.   
o Most food sources of indigenous peoples communities are now already 
purchased, with stocks of rice, rootcrops, poultry being raised for both 
domestic consumption and buffering during lean periods. 
o Despite their relative integration to the mainstream market economy, it 
was determined that most of them experience recurrent food shortages 
due to insufficient financial and food stocks.  When scarcity of food is 
addressed on the household level, household heads engage in borrowing 
cash or even leave the village to look for menial jobs.    
o Food insecurity among indigenous peoples’ communities can be 
attributed to, among others, the incursion of so-called modern 
agricultural system that focuses on monoculturization, intensive use of 
agrochemicals and a usurious lending system.  This results to an 
unsustainable livelihood (i.e. low revenue, dwindling genetic biodiversity 
and growing indebtedness to usurious lending systems) 
 
Hegemony of “modern agriculture”  
The introduction of “modern agricultural systems” and its elements such as 
monoculturization, high yielding varieties, intensive use of agrochemicals may 
                                                 
1For the period from May to November 2003, the EED Philippine Partners’ Task Force on Indigenous Peoples’ Rights (EED-TFIP) conducted a research  
on food security on the following indigenous peoples’ communities in the Philippines, namely: Aeta of Botolan, Zambales, Banao of the Cordillera 
Tri-Boundary, Northern Luzon, Kankanaey of Dandanac, Besao, Mountain Province, Kankanaey of Suquib, Besao, Mountain Province, Dumagat of 
General Nakar, Quezon Province, Erumanen ne Menuvu of Palacat, Aleosan, South Cotabato, Ibaloi women of Itogon, Benguet, Talaandig of Mahayag, 
Saint Peter, Malaybalay City, Cotabato, Tumandok of Tacayan, Tapaz, Capiz,  
 
2The 1996 World Food Summit Declaration, also known as the Rome Declaration, defined the concept of food security in four (4) dimensions, 
namely: 1) nutritional availability; 2) economic/financial accessibility; 3) adequacy of supply and variety, and; 4) cultural acceptability. 
 
have increased farm yields over the short run. In the long run, however, the 
adoption of high yielding varieties (HYVs) and to the larger system of unbridled 
agricultural modernization proved to pose more risks in terms of the 
sustainability of their livelihoods.  High-yielding varieties (HYVs) are only high-
yielding when combined with irrigation, extensive use of fertilizers, plant 
protection and high mechanization (Griffin, 1979 in Martinussen 1999:141).   
This has resulted to an increased dependency of farm inputs, increased soil 
degeneration and an emerging indebtedness among indigenous peoples 
communities  
 
The main issue is that the mainstream agricultural modernization system of is 
dogmatic, hence, presents itself as the exclusive solution in addressing food 
security to everybody.   It renders all dissenting knowledge as peripheral,  
irrelevant and, in the case of indigenous knowledge systems, anachronistic.  
Moreso, dialogue within this system is open to a few, such as but not limited to: 
policy makers, agriculture institutions, scholars and technicians and large 
agrochemical companies. Such solipsism only presents real problems at the 
local community level. 
The case of indigenous knowledge 
In general, indigenous knowledge is the situated repository of shared information, 
tools, beliefs and practical skills enables indigenous peoples to address the 
complexities of the physical and social environment. Although acknowledged as not 
a single unitary system, indigenous knowledge serves as a collective set of guides in 
the utilization and management of resources within their ancestral domain.   
 
There are several features attributed to IKS, to name a few: 
o IKS are local and contextual—. embedded within a community in which it can 
be developed and sustained. It is situated in a particular ancestral domain 
and shared by IPs in a given space and time;  
o They are holistic.  Terms, concepts, tools and activities can be understood 
only in terms of the indigenous practices or institutions in which they take 
part; and 
  They dynamically evolve through time. Indigenous knowledge are not 
anachronisms (Adams, Potkanski and Sutton, 1994 in Briggs, 2005:119).  
Indigenous peoples are likewise able to consciously reflect and transform their 
knowledge systems and socio-political institutions according to the varying 
conditions and complexities provided by modernization (Bebbington, 1993 in 
Briggs, 2005). 
 
With regards to food security, indigenous knowledge systems are constantly being 
availed of in various dimensions (EED-TFIP 2004:passim), such as the following: 
o Concept of food security.  There is a parallelism among indigenous peoples 
community that the concept of food security is not reduced to the number of 
stocks and stores.  It is  rather based on the belief on the day-to-day living 
sustenance within the household. 
o Mutual help.  As in the case of the tunéd among the Ibaloi and ubbo and 
Kankanaey: a system of mutual help and reciprocity during times of food 
shortages can be discerned.  
o The case in the protection of genetic resources by systematically storage, 
retrieval and cross-breeding of traditional and cross-bred crop varieties 
(among the Erumanen ne Menuvu,  Kankanaey and Tumandok communities). 
o The special role of women  as keepers of genetic biodiversity (Erumanen ne 
Menuvu, Ibaloi and Kankaney). 
o Local terminologies serving as vital repositories of information of past and 
genetic biodiversity (Tumandok and Kankanaey). 
o Indigenous land use, ownership and access structures among the Banao, 
Tumandok, Ibaloi, and Kankanaey.  
o A cropping calendar that serves as a guide to community activities and 
periodic natural phenomena among the Banao. 
 
Polycentric thought  
Based on the following illuminations, it is imperative to acknowledge the 
significance of indigenous knowledge as among the many centers of knowledge 
within the life-world of indigenous peoples.  Hence, by denying such existence 
will result in the concomitant denial in the individual freedoms they enjoy.  Sen 
(1999:9,162) had argued that the exercise of one’s culture is form part of an 
individual’s entitlement and that hunger—as a form of food insecurity—is the 
denial of such entitlements of particular resources.  It is because the 
possibilities of an agricultural production system is influenced by the reflexive 
capacity of humans to marshal diverse centers of knowledge systems which is 
therefore translated into practice (Sen 1999:162).  As such, knowledge becomes 
an important resource during the process of development. 
 
Hence, it is extremely important to recognize the diversity among cultures in 
the contemporary world.  The outright denial of diversity—by means of 
oversimplifications of binaries, ethnic categories and subaltern terminologies—
are not only shallow but fosters divisiveness and is bound towards development 
failure.  Recognizing cultural diversity entails the interpretation and 
understanding the community’s life-worlds and projects (Long, Norman and Jan 
Douwe van der Ploeg in Booth, 1994:82).  From here it is important to study the 
polycentric domains of knowledge and how they interlock within the projects 




The above illuminations highlight the imperative in taking culture seriously in 
undertaking development work in general.  This is especially important when it 
is undertaken and implemented within the local community.  Indigenous 
knowledge systems are in operant with other systems in the IP’s daily lives.   
Below are some possible recommendations in advancing indigenous knowledge 
systems in development discourse, particularly in food security: 
o Conducting a policy review and critique of current development 
programs and policies, taking into consideration its implications in the 
indigenous knowledge systems, such as but not limited to: Agricultural 
and Fisheries Modernization Act, Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA), 
Plant Varieties Protection Act, as well as international treaties and 
Philippine government’s bilateral and multilateral commitments on 
agriculture, trade, and intellectual property rights. 
o Rethinking several food security indicators especially when implemented 
in the local community level, with the end in providing a more local-
sensitive indicators, such as but not limited to:  
o Basic concepts of food and livelihood security; and 
o Local level undertakings in addressing and sustaining food 
security; be it from the passive coping mechanisms to sustainable 
agricultural practices 
o Learning through researches and documentations that highlight 
exemplary indigenous systems and institutions toward sustaining 
community and household food security, such as but not limited to the 
following: 
o Natural resource management, 
o Sustainable agriculture, 
o Conflict resolution, 
o Gender and development, 
o Mutual aid and collective benefits, and  
o Communal Intellectual Property Rights 
o Recognizing and strengthening indigenous institutions, knowledge and 
practices that promote and enhance food security and agricultural 
biodiversity; and their role in the overall development of the indigenous 
community.   
o Providing an in-situ database of indigenous knowledge systems in the 
country, with particular notice on the following: 
o Customary law, 
o Community systems of fines and penalties, 
o Community registers, and  
o Community intellectual property rights 
o Conducting continuing researches on the impact of the present 
agricultural modernization system and its implications/impacts on 
indigenous peoples’ food security. 
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